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Anne Lane, Queensland University of Technology 
 
 
 
Abstract  
 
This paper introduces to public relations the concept of the Other from cultural studies. Two types of Otherness (positive and 
negative) are applied to public relations practices, which are summarised as demonstrating oppositional and advocational 
approaches. Traditional views of public relations related to these concepts show publics are often situated as an oppositional 
Other from an organisation’s perspective. Alternative approaches to Otherness in public relations are suggested, and are 
used to interrogate current theory and practice. Public relations academics and practitioners asking “Who are you looking 
at?” might find the response more challenging when viewed through the lens of Otherness.  
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Introduction 
 
 
The development of discipline-specific theories as part of a “scholarly body of knowledge” (Wylie, 1994, p.2) – or at least a 
“unique” knowledge base (Parkinson, 2001) – has been suggested as one of the defining characteristics of a true profession. 
In the case of public relations, this is a development that has occurred relatively recently. Since public relations first began to 
emerge as a distinct practice in the early part of the 20th century, there has been a tendency to appropriate theories from areas 
such as organisational and media studies to create a relevant theory base to explore, describe and predict public relations 
activities. However, these theories were often rarely more than a ‘best fit’ solution, and resulting areas of discrepancy led to 
much confusion surrounding the form and function of public relations.  It could be argued therefore that the development of 
dedicated public relations theory – ideas that encompass the creation, maintenance and enhancement of relationships between 
organisations and publics as primary motivations – only began in the latter half of the 20th century with the work of people 
such as Grunig and Hunt, and latterly Ledingham and Bruning among others.  It is possible, however, that there is still some 
value to be gained by exploring existing conceptual frameworks and theoretical structures from other fields of study to see if 
they provide some impetus to the development of specific theories of public relations. Indeed, a hermetic approach to the 
development of public relations theory would be premature and self-defeating at this early stage in the maturation of the field.  
 
One concept that has great potential relevance to public relations theorising is that of the Other, taken from the realm of 
cultural studies. This is not an area that has been mined to any great extent by public relations theorists thus far: historically 
and traditionally, public relations theory has been based on sources in business management and – to significantly lesser 
extent – sociology (L. Grunig, Grunig, & Ehling, 1992) with perhaps occasional forays into critical theory (such as in Leeper, 
1996; and Mackey, 2003). However, ideas emerging from within the field of cultural studies might well prove to have 
relevance for contemporary public relations theorists, particularly as the search continues for inspiration to enrich and 
develop the dedicated public relations theory base. The use of cultural studies is also potentially important in relocating 
public relations outside the limiting confines of the business environment.  
 
An examination of the workings of the contemporary public relations practitioner suggests that it is possible to identify two 
main functions of public relations, both of which rely on the creation and manipulation of a sense of the Other. These two 
functions may be labelled oppositional and advocational public relations. Broadly speaking, they correlate to two major 
perspectives on Otherness that can be identified in the cultural studies literature, and that are discussed in the following 
section. The creation of these segmented public relations categories – and suggested subdivisions – is achieved by means of a 
combination of semiotic factors including images, language and non-verbal communications. The segmenting functions may 
be used separately or together, in a variety of combinations. Before the relevance of these divisions can be evaluated, 
however, the basic concept of the Other needs to be clarified and the demarcation of the two perspectives on Otherness 
justified. 
 
 
Understanding the Other 
 
 
At its most simplistic, the concept of the Other deals with externalities and their relationship to/with the referrer. The basic 
premise underlying the notion of Otherness is that where there is any sense of identity – that is “a state of being the same as 
others in certain respects and maintaining a certain coherence in style” (A. A. Berger, 1984, p.95) – there must, by 
extrapolation, exist a sense of ‘not the same’ or ‘Other’: clearly, by bonding some people or ideas together, others are going 
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to be excluded. The concept is thus employed in traditional, modern thought to refer to the opposite or opposed element in a 
binary opposition, such as East/West or masculine/feminine. Often, the concept of Other is used in a pejorative sense, to 
denote someone beyond the bounds of a normalised group.  
 
The apparent identity of what appear to be cultural units — human beings, words, meanings, ideas, philosophical 
systems, social organizations — are maintained in their apparent unity only through…an active process of exclusion, 
opposition, and hierarchization. A phenomenon maintains its identity…only if other units are represented as foreign 
or “other” through a hierarchical dualism in which the first is privileged or favored, and the other is deprivileged or 
devalued in some way. [Italics in the original] 
(Cahoone, 2003, p.11)  
 
This negative or deficit positioning of the Other has been the subject of much discussion by cultural theorists and writers 
including de Beauvoir, Lacan, and Foucault (Rella, 1994).  Within this conceptualisation, each brings to the discussion 
slightly different interpretations and contextualisations of the form and nature of the Other: for example, de Beauvoir (2004) 
positions woman as Other in male-dominated culture; and Foucault posits the insane or “unreasonable” as Other in 19th and 
20th century Western society (as in Foucault, 1973). Lacan’s psychoanalytic approach situates Otherness largely – but not 
exclusively – within the development of the human self and the formation of language. While he is not as clear in situating 
the Other as undesirable or lacking, he nonetheless presents its existence as the source of many psychoanalytic problems (see 
for example Lacan, 2003).     
 
However, some writers and thinkers such as Probyn (1996) and Gupta & Chattopadhyaya (1998) have taken this basic idea 
of the Other-as-negative and adopted a consciously oppositional reading of its nature. Rather than seeing the Other as being 
“less than” the subjective point of reference, or inferior in its difference, they rejoice in this separateness and value it for the 
unique perspective it offers.  They willingly self-identify as belonging to the category of Other and actively defend their right 
to remain within it. 
 
The concept of Otherness is clearly complex, and this reductionist approach to providing an overview is bound to be 
simplistic in nature. Although it omits much of the more sophisticated arguments and variations, it is intended primarily as an 
introduction to the notion of the Other, and to highlight the aspects that might be of most relevance in its extension into the 
field of public relations. The suggestion that the Other may prove relevant in thinking about public relations makes use of 
both perspectives on Otherness: that is, the idea of Other as inferior and abnormal, and also as desirably and beneficially 
different.  
 
 
Integrating Public Relations and the Other 
 
 
Having established that the delineation or demarcation that defines a group frequently results in – and from – a judgmental 
assessment of the group or of the Other (what McEvilley (1992) refers to as a “value judgment”) then the role of the public 
relations practitioner in that process becomes more evident.  McEvilley (1992) asserts that “[a] society’s prevailing value 
system is in part a concealed ideological tool” (p.48): if the word “organisation” is substituted for the word “society”, it 
becomes apparent that anything that promotes the organisation’s preferred ideology can be used as a tool to affect an 
audience’s beliefs. In public relations terms, most thinking takes place from an organisational perspective (Dougall, 2005), 
and publics have thus traditionally been effectively rendered as Other. The concept of Otherness is therefore useful in 
describing the role of public relations in the management of relationships between organisation and publics with the aim of 
furthering organisational aims and objectives. However, even the more ‘balanced’ approaches to public relations that have 
emerged in the last 25 years – such as Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) influential two way symmetrical model of public relations – 
might find Otherness a useful and relevant concept. In such understandings of public relations, it might be suggested that 
public relations practitioners deliberately adopt a position that sees the organisation as Other. This perspective shift – while 
not adversely affecting the professional responsibilities of the public relations person to their employer – would be extremely 
helpful in presenting stakeholder issues effectively and convincingly, either directly or as an advocate. 
 
Public relations strategies and techniques, including media relations, product publicity, corporate communications and 
lobbying, can be used to create and reinforce divisions by encouraging and guiding the formation of such value judgments1. 
These functions and their relation to the concept of the Other – an elaboration or extrapolation of the working ideas of 
Otherness discussed previously in this paper – may be summarised as oppositional or advocational in function, and are 
described as follows: 
 
                                            
1 It is acknowledged that the argument set forward in this paper continues the tradition of adopting of an organisational 
perspective for the practice of public relations. However, this is not problematical as it is hoped that the suggestions about 
Otherness will address this bias. 
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The Oppositional Function  
 
In this category, the Other is understood to tend towards deviancy and undesirability in its Otherness. The most obvious 
application of this is where external publics are perceived as Other to organisations, but there are further possibilities: publics 
could be segmented and encouraged by an organisation to perceive different groups as Other; the organisation could be seen 
as a negative Other by its external publics; and there is a developing interest in the actions of internal publics who see their 
employer organisation as an undesirable Other. 
 
Publics as Other to the Organisation 
 
One of the most obvious areas of relevance for negative Otherness in public relations is where an organisational perspective 
is applied to an external public. Publics are seen to be Other to the organisation, and public relations measures are deemed 
necessary to bring them into line with the organisation’s perspective on issues. As a paid employee of the organisation, the 
public relations practitioner may seem to be automatically placed within the normalised framework of that organisation, with 
the public or community as Other.  In this type of public relations, the practitioner adopts a traditional perspective of 
Otherness and situates those groups as inferior in their ‘deviance’.  The views and aims of the organisation are normalised 
and assumed to be the ‘right’ ones, but little direct reference is made to them. They are treated as a given, and accorded an 
automatic placement at centre stage as an unspoken, implicitly-understood point of reference for the Other.   
 
This would most closely tie in with a conceptualisation of publics as groups that need to be brought into alignment with the 
organisation’s way of thinking about an issue: for a public to be otherwise would render it a deviant (negative) Other. This 
attitude is certainly evident – if only by implication – in the organisation-centric approach to public relations theorising that 
has previously been noted and criticised (see for example L. Grunig & Toth, 2006; Karlberg, 1996).  
 
The oppositional approach to public relations assumes that the audience should/will share the organisation’s position, and 
this in itself applies considerable pressure on the audience to conform with these views. Indeed, such an assumption can 
actually result in people taking an oppositional stance to an Other of which they were not previously aware, or about which 
they had neutral or even positive views.  This would equate to a progression through a hierarchy of effects (Lavidge & 
Steiner, 1961), manipulating the audience through the progression of firstly forming opinions, which are based on superficial 
knowledge and are therefore easily swayed; then developing attitudes, coming from more information and experience, which 
are more difficult to change; and finally altering firmly-held beliefs. This type of one-way persuasion that prioritises the 
desires of the communicator over those of the message receiver reflects the origins of public relations in propaganda. 
 
An example of this type of organisational Othering of publics may be seen in the promotion of the Australian federal 
government’s Work Choices legislation. The government faced considerable opposition to its new laws from a number of 
sources including unions and political parties as well as individual members of the Australian electorate.  In response, federal 
authorities spent over $55 million (Schubert, 2005) to create an advertising and public relations campaign with the intention 
of persuading Australian voters to accept – if not support – the Work Choices legislation. Specific tactics included adverts on 
radio and television, and a four page spread in state and national newspapers (Childs, 2006), which were described in the 
media as “a government propaganda pitch” (Onselen & Errington, 2005, p.17). This is a clear example of an organisation – in 
this case, the federal government – attempting to align what it sees as deviant and undesirable Other publics with the 
organisational perspective on an issue – specifically, workplace reform.  
 
Publics as Other to Publics 
 
Another useful and significant application of the concept of the Other in public relations is in the fostering of value 
judgements between segments or divisions within a wider audience.  In this way, sections of publics will perceive undesirable 
Otherness in the differentiated segments, and may apply pressure on those segments to alter their behaviour to something 
more ‘normal’. A significant factor amongst the people making these particular value judgments is that they do not – for the 
most part – identify themselves cohesively in any way, other than by their opposition to the specified Other. Semioticians 
have referred to such groupings, which combine many disparate groups by opposing them to something else, as a 
“supercategory” (Gal & Irvine, 1995, p.973).  This supercategory status ties in closely with the notion of the oppositional 
function of public relations, which seeks to create such a grouping purely based on dissidence to the Other. It is significant to 
note that these ‘supercategory’ groupings do not define fixed or stable social groups. The bases upon which the delineating 
value judgments are made may be affected by other forces, for example competing campaign claims, the views of opinion 
leaders, and personal experience.  This results in a constant flux and flow as audiences accept or reject the value judgment 
being mooted by the public relations practitioner. 
 
This type of Othering can be seen in many of the health education campaigns run by government departments. A good 
example of this is the iconic campaign put together by the Victorian Transport and Accident Commission (TAC) against 
drink driving: “If you drink, then drive, you’re a bloody idiot”  (n.d.). When the Victorian TAC put together its ‘Bloody 
Idiot’ campaign it was of prime importance to promote the organisation’s perspective, but in this instance the TAC chose not 
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to take a direct, didactic approach. Instead it created a campaign where drink-drivers were positioned as the deviant Other, 
and the normalised supercategory that resulted then applied social pressure on this Other to conform. This campaign clearly 
encouraged the development of a value judgement and resulting divisions between people driving over the alcohol limit, and 
the rest of society. 
 
Othering in this way echoes the theory of social learning, which proposes that people modify their attitudes and behaviour 
to emulate or fit in with the attitudes and actions exhibited by others if they perceive there are psychological rewards for 
doing so, or penalties for not (Bandura, 1977).  The feeling that they are running with the pack, thinking and acting the same 
way as the majority of people, is a very strong psychological reward and inducement for many.  Seeing – or believing that 
they see – more people taking the same stance as themselves helps the audience feel assured that the lifestyles they have 
chosen, the decisions they have made, and the values they hold are the ‘correct’ ones. This type of behaviour is referred to by 
social psychologists as “validation behaviour” (Frank & Stark, 1995) and is an instinctive human response, which is widely 
employed in advertising and marketing campaigns too. As McEvilley (1992) points out, the human desire to belong, to be 
part of the group is very strong, even if that group is only defined and loosely bound together by its opposition to the Other.   
 
Organisation as Other to External Publics 
 
The applications of the concept of the Other outlined thus far have largely perpetuated the organisation-centric bias of many 
public relations theories.  However, using this theoretical framework also allows for recognition and validation of 
perspectives other than that of the organisation. Specifically, it can encompass a situation where the organisation is positioned 
as a negative Other with respect to its publics.  In such a situation, the organisation is seen as deviant and requiring alignment 
with the wishes and perspectives of its publics. An example of this can be identified in the interaction between James Hardie 
Industries nv and its publics (including unions and former employees) over the company’s liability for victims of asbestos-
related diseases. James Hardie persistently refused to accept responsibility for the often-fatal consequences of its asbestos 
production. Even when due legal process eventually established the company’s liability, there was little funding made 
available for compensation (Hills, 2005). In this case, James Hardie’s publics clearly and persistently positioned the 
organisation as a deviant and undesirable Other not only to the claimants – whose demands were normalised in their 
conceptualisation of the issue (for specific examples, see Hills, 2005) – but also to Australian society as a whole. In taking 
this stance, the publics encouraged the development of a value judgement against the organisation among a disparate and 
previously passive wider audience.  
 
This perspective on the organisation as a negative Other is also particularly relevant when it comes to understanding 
activist publics, which is an area where the organisation-centric nature of public relations theory has been significantly 
limiting (Dougall, 2005).  In such situations, an approach to public relations that positions the organisation as Other would 
help give insights into – and a deeper understanding of – an external public’s point of view.  
 
Organisation as Other to Internal Publics 
 
It is also possible that a public relations professional involved in the interaction between an organisation and its publics could 
also benefit from recognising the oppositional concept of the Other and adopting a fluid approach to it, specifically working 
to adopt a deliberate perception of the organisation as Other.  Depending on the nature of this interaction, this could either 
mean taking a role as a ‘critical friend’, or adopting a more adversarial, covert approach – what B. Berger (2005) describes as 
behaviour that is either “sanctioned” or “unsanctioned” by the organisation. 
 
Acting as a ‘critical friend’ to the organisation, a public relations practitioner could analyse its performance and perceived 
attitudes as if s/he were a member of the community. This flexible point of view is not without parallel in employer/employee 
relationships: estate agents, although paid by the seller of a property, will often speak on behalf of potential buyers in 
negotiations, with the aim of reaching a mutually-acceptable deal. In the context of organisations, the basis for this response 
could be drawn directly from active, involved stakeholders, who might only need the public relations person to act as a 
facilitator.  Alternatively (or additionally) the public relations professional could seek input and opinions from more latent, 
passive public members (Hallahan, 2000), who might otherwise remain voiceless and disempowered in this dialogue. In this 
way, the role of the public relations person in this relationship may be seen by members of the organisation’s publics to be 
less of a spokesperson for the organisation, and more of a truly critical third party or facilitator of real dialogue. Such 
critiques are especially vital to organisations that seek to lay the foundations for the responsive feedback loop that 
characterises the two-way symmetric public relations paradigm.  
 
However, in situations that are not conducive to the development of a ‘critical friend’ role, or where such an approach has 
been tried and has failed, the public relations person may find themselves truly adopting a view of the organisation as 
oppositional Other. This is reflective of Holtzhausen and Voto’s (2002) suggestion of an activist role for organisational public 
relations practitioners, perhaps even going as far as B. Berger’s “unsanctioned” (2005) or subversive tactics. It has been said 
(Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002) that public relations practiced as an activist function within the dominant coalition provides an 
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excellent opportunity to perform as a corporate conscience. Outside the leading hegemony, it is much harder and may result 
in a serious clash of loyalties. 
 
This is acknowledged to be a simplistic conceptualisation: in particular it does not necessarily address the situation where 
there are more than two participants in a dialogue, or where there are conflicting points of view among publics. However, it 
serves to suggest the ways in which the public relations function can act as a point of balance and facilitate different flows of 
information and power without necessarily involving or changing its own position on an issue. Some critics, (such as 
Parkinson, 2001), feel that “[a]ny attempt by an advocate to simultaneously represent two interests is doomed to failure” 
(p.30). Yet it has not been found to be impossible in other milieux. In a parliamentary democracy, such as the United 
Kingdom, MPs are expected to “fulfil a constituency role effectively, and they must balance this against the other roles 
required by both party and parliament” (Jackson & Lilleker, 2004, p.509). This perspective shift – while not adversely 
affecting the professional responsibilities of the public relations person to their employer – would be extremely helpful in 
presenting stakeholder issues effectively and convincingly, either directly or as an advocate. It is undoubtedly a difficult thing 
to do at all, let alone to do well, yet it seems an increasingly important area for consideration and reflection in public 
relations. As influential public relations analyst Traverse-Healy (1989) put it: 
Balancing the often-conflicting interests of groups themselves seemingly in conflict is accepted as a difficult, if 
sometimes impossible, task. That it must be attempted and be seen publicly to have been attempted is also 
acknowledged. And whose task is it? More often that not it is ours. (p.159) 
 
As mentioned previously, there have been developments beyond this oppositional conceptualisation of Otherness which 
might have significance for its application to public relations.  Specifically, there has been the emergence of perspectives on 
Otherness that see it as desirable and beneficial, and it is this understanding that is reflected in the identification of the 
advocational function of public relations.  
 
The Advocational Function  
 
 
The concept of Otherness lends itself to application within a less adversarial framework than the oppositional one discussed 
so far. Under this function, the public relations practitioner uses strategies and tactics that consciously position the 
organisation as Other, but in a positive and desirable way.  The condition of Otherness is created as a result of a positive 
value judgment, fostered within the audience by the public relations practitioner.  By identifying and prioritising publics’ 
perceptions of an organisation, an advocational Othering approach to public relations would help redress the previously-noted 
organisation-centric tendency in public relations theorising. If adopting an advocational approach, the public relations person 
will work to get the audience to see themselves in relation to the organisational Other in one of the following ways: 
 
Included: Publics as Part of the Organisational Other 
 
This view is most likely to be useful with member publics, that is, where a person’s option to join in with an organisation is 
already being exercised. In this approach, the audience is encouraged to feel that the organisation is a positive Other, and that 
as a part of the organisation the audience too is included within this desirable Otherness.  An example of this is seen in 
publication produced by the Royal Automobile Club of Queensland (RACQ), The Road Ahead.  This is a glossy magazine, 
which is posted out to financial members of the RACQ several times a year.  It is not available to anyone else, and this 
restriction itself gives the publication a certain kudos.  The contents of the magazine further reinforce this sense of belonging, 
with special discounts and offers available to members only. 
 
Another clear demonstration of this principle is given in the insert found in packets of Dilmah tea. This little leaflet looks 
like a letter, and uses such devices as an informal and inclusive salutation, and warm, direct, personal language to make the 
tea buyer feel they are a part of a select group. The leaflet is tucked into the box, outside the vacuum-sealed bag of tea, and is 
not visible to the casual browser.  It is therefore not intended to directly attract sales, but purely to make the purchaser feel a 
part of the Dilmah ‘family’.  Although this may be influential in the tea buyer’s next purchasing decision, the principal aim is 
to encourage a positive feeling about the organisation, an impression that there is a relationship between supplier and shopper 
other than the purely commercial one.  Such relationship management is one of the prime areas for consideration among 
contemporary public relations practitioners (see for example Ledingham & Bruning, 2000). 
  
Excluded: Publics Denied Access to the Organisational Other 
 
In this scenario, public relations techniques are used to manipulate the public into seeing the organisation as Other, but in a 
positive and desirable way, even though they remain external to – and excluded from – the organisation.  An example of this 
seen in the functioning of peak professional bodies, such as the Australian Medical Association (AMA). Membership of the 
AMA is restricted to a very limited number of people within society, principally those involved in healthcare and related 
fields (Australian Medical Association, 2003). Membership of this organisation is seen to be indicative of an individual 
health practitioner’s commitment to certain highly desirable ethical and professional standards. An indication of the respect 
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and credibility accorded to the AMA is shown in the way the Australian media seek its opinions on matters of general social 
significance, for example, the Labor party's leadership issues ("Beazley Blunders: Illness not to blame for mistakes", 2006) 
and the use of drugs to enhance workplace performance (Cadden, 2006).  Thus the (AMA) organisation is positioned as being 
a positive Other, although its accessibility is severely limited and most people would not be eligible for membership. 
 
Invited: Publics Initially Excluded but Access to the Organisational Other Encouraged  
   
Although initially positioned externally to the desirable organisational Other, the audience is invited to ‘cross over’ and join 
in.  This participation may be in the form of:  
• Taking out a membership – as in joining a sporting club or political party 
• Taking part in the activities of the organisational Other  
• Taking action that signals approval – such as a vote in an election. 
 
Having attained a degree of inclusion within the organisational Other, the audience may then remain included or may revert 
to an excluded position as circumstances alter, for example at the conclusion of a specific event. 
 
 
Links and overlaps between oppositional and advocational approaches 
 
 
Some of the oppositional and advocational concepts are linked, or are reflective of each other. For example, in an election 
situation, a political party may begin its campaign by encouraging the development of a perspective that positions its rivals as 
a negative Other to the uncommitted voting public (the organisation as Other to external publics). This might use concepts 
and ideas from rivals’ previous actions or position statements that can be constructed as being undesirable or bad for this 
segment of the public. At this stage, the party will simply present rival policies and candidates as insecure, indecisive, and 
weak, without going into significant detail about how its own offerings differ.  Public relations communication efforts will 
concentrate almost exclusively on positioning the opposition as an undesirable Other, with a strong yet unspoken assumption 
that the position of the proposer is right, and that any difference from this opinion would be wrong. Subsequently – perhaps 
when this oppositional message has exhausted its novelty and/or effectiveness – the party will begin to adopt an advocational 
approach with a focus on creating an image of itself as Other to the uncommitted voters, but this time in a positive and 
desirable way (Invited: Publics initially excluded but access to the organisational Other encouraged).  This type of approach 
will see the use of positive exhortations to take confirmatory action, i.e. to actually vote for the party. 
 
As well, a public relations practitioner working within an organisation may find themselves on any one day having to 
alternate perspectives, depending on the situation being addressed and the attitudes of the publics involved. As an example, 
when dealing with hostile, external activist publics, an organisational public relations person might originally adopt an 
attitude that these publics are a deviant, negative Other to the organisation. However, they could then seek to enhance 
organisational understanding of the activists’ perspective by consciously adopting a view of the organisation as a negative 
Other, using the activists’ communication and actions to provide an insight into this perspective. Doing this will enable the 
public relations practitioner to identify areas of concern and/or weakness in the organisation’s attitudes and behaviours, which 
can then feed into the development of a communication strategy to address them. This may result in either a plan to change 
the organisation in the light of these findings (perhaps even eventuating in an invitation to former opponents to join in the 
new look organisation’s activities); or a strategy to foster a perception by other key publics of the activist public as deviant 
and marginalised. 
 
In this way, it becomes clear that Otherness is suggested – in part at least – to be a changeable condition in its application 
within public relations.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 
The usefulness of Otherness in – and to – public relations presented within this paper is not intended to be exhaustive or 
definitive. Rather, the aim is to introduce the concept into the ongoing discussion surrounding the development of new and 
enhanced approaches to theorising public relations. A working understanding of Otherness has been determined by reference 
to some of the major ideas on the topic to come out of the field of cultural studies. This understanding is acknowledged to be 
reductionist in its approach to some important and complex concepts, but the most significant and relevant ideas are 
preserved in the summary. From this, two clear approaches to the Other have been identified, which have been categorised as 
oppositional and advocational, depending on the approach taken to the Other. An oppositional stance is identified where the 
Other is positioned as negative, deviant, or deficient from the perspective of the referent. Conversely, an advocational 
approach situates the Other as desirable and preferred in its difference.  
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These categories have then been applied to the practice of public relations. Within each category, sub-divisions are 
suggested to cover variations on the main themes. For the oppositional approach, these are: 
 Publics as Other to the organisation 
 Publics as Other to publics 
 The organisation as Other to external publics 
 The organisation as Other to internal publics 
 
Each of these variations takes a slightly different perspective on the management of communication between organisations 
and their publics, but all are similar in that they utilise a point of view that positions the Other as a negative concept. 
 
 In the advocational category, the Other is positioned as positive and desirable. Again, sub-divisions are presented to 
address different perspectives on this basic idea. They are 
 Included: Publics as part of the organisation 
 Excluded: Publics denied access to the organisational Other 
 Invited: Publics initially excluded but access to the organisational Other encouraged 
 
Finally, the position of public relations in relation to the twin concepts of Otherness is shown to be mutable and fluid. Such 
fluidity of application implies a wide potential range of relevance for Otherness in public relations theorising. It offers an 
opportunity to re-visit and re-interpret some existing conceptual frameworks: for example, Heath’s (2000, among many 
others) rhetorical approach to public relations seems to sit well with ideas of Otherness.  It also offers a chance to 
reconceptualise what it is that public relations does, and why and how it does it. In other words, the concept of the Other is 
useful in not only describing – and hence theorising – current practice, but also in predicting and perhaps even guiding new 
ways of conducting public relations. The idea of Otherness gives public relations academics and practitioners alike the chance 
to ask themselves “Who are you looking at?” and to acknowledge that the response might in fact be more changeable and 
challenging than previously reflected in organisation-centric approaches to theorising.  
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